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itself	 from	 theoretical	 assumptions	 about	 patriarchy	 and	 draw	 instead	
directly	 upon	 indigenous	 understandings	 of	 autonomous	 selves	 and	
thoughts-made-bodies	 (1986).	 	Her	 depictions	 of	 the	 Piaroa	 necklaces	
of	“beads	of	knowledge	of	menstruation,”	brought	 from	celestial	 crystal	
boxes	 and	worn	by	women	on	 and	“in”	 their	 bodies,	 became	 classics	 of	
Amazonian	 literature,	 setting	 a	 landmark	 for	 the	 study	 of	 indigenous	
theories	 of	 corporality	 and	 thought.	 	 Men	 and	 women’s	 beauty,	 skills,	
fertility,	 products	 and	 children,	 she	 states,	 are	 their	 thoughts:	 they	 are	
the	outcome	of	their	capacity	for	knowledge,	carefully	incorporated	from	
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	 Despite	Overing’s	 inspiring	 insights,	 the	 study	 of	menstruation	did	
not	make	 it	 to	 the	 central	 stage	 of	Amazonian	 theoretical	 debates.	 	 In	
fact,	 the	same	may	be	said	of	gender,	an	unpopular	category	of	analysis	
among	Amazonianists	 (Descola	2001).	 	 I	hope	 the	 arguments	gathered	
here	will	contribute	to	reverse	this	situation.		Most	recent	ethnographies	















spirits,	 thought	 and	 strength,	 and	 transporting	 knowledge	 to	 all	 body	
parts.		Blood	operates	both	within	people’s	bodies	and	outside	them.		The	
blood	let	by	people	has	a	transformational	effect	upon	lived	experience,	and	
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of	difference	and	sameness	sustains	all	relationships	of	reciprocity,	including	
relationships	between	same-gender	and	cross-gender	partners.		Men	and	










relations	 are	woven	 together	 by	 the	means	 of	 intertwining	 processes	 of	
difference	and	sameness.		My	study	of	Airo-Pai	gender	(Belaunde	2001)	




	 From	 the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 the	Airo-Pai	 gods,	men	 are	 carnivorous	
oropendolas	(Icteribus sp.),	singer	birds	and	weavers	of	nests	hanging	from	
tree	 branches.	 	Women	 are	 talkative	 green	 parrots	 (Amazona sp.),	 seed	
eaters	nesting	 in	holes	opened	up	 in	tree	trunks.	 	Thus,	each	gender,	or	
rather	bird	 species,	provides	 its	own	nest	 to	bring	up	 its	 chicks,	 as	well	
as	its	material	technologies,	food,	defensive	strategies	and	understandings	
of	power	and	gender	relations	within	 its	species.	 	Men	are	their	 father’s	
young,	women	their	mother’s.	 	Yet,	 such	a	species	differentiation	brings	
out	the	equality	existing	between	the	genders,	since	both	men	and	women	
have	 the	 same	 full	 responsibilities	 towards	 the	 raising	 of	 their	 young.	
Conversely,	 from	the	point	of	view	of	 the	 living,	men	and	women	are	a	
same	pai	“people.”		Hence,	their	differentiation	is	constructed	out	of	their	
sameness.	 	A	few	days	after	birth,	girls’	genitalia	are	operated	upon	and	
the	 canihuë	 neanco	 “dark	 skin/body”	 border	 of	 their	 labia minora	 is	 cut	







Although	 bleeding	 is	 primarily	 defined	 as	 a	 female	 attribute,	 for	 both	
genders	blood-letting	brings	about	a	change	of	canihuë		“skin/body.”		Such	
3
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for	 an	Amazonian	hematology,	 I	 argue	 that	 blood	 constitutes	 the	main	
vehicle	of	both	gender	equality	and	gender	difference.	 	Blood	generates	
relationships	 that	 unite	 humans	 as	much	 as	 they	 divide	 human	 beings	













	 With	 characteristic	 Amazonian	 sense	 of	 humor,	 Shajián	 Wajai	
makes	 it	 clear	 that	blood	 is	not	 something	 to	be	constantly	 spilt	but	 to	
be	moved	through	the	veins	endowing	all	body	parts	with	thoughts.		The	







avoid	 their	 suffering.1	The	 thoughts	 circulating	 in	 the	 blood	 therefore	
translate	into	work	and	the	effective	bestowal	of	care	between	kinsfolk.		




while	 lack	 of	 generosity	 brings	 about	 the	 breakdown	 of	 kinship	 (Gow	
1991:150).	 	 In	 Candoshi,	 the	 characteristic	 expression	 magochino	 “my	
heart	 thinks”	 is	 better	 translated	 as	 “my	 heart	 thinks	 about	 somebody,	
4
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or	something	with	regard	to	somebody,”	since	one’s	thoughts	are	always	
intended	to	benefit	someone	whom	one	holds	in	mind,	or	rather,	in	the	
heart	 (Surrallés	 1999:128).	 	 Among	 the	Wari’	 and	 the	 Airo-Pai,	 lazy,	
mean,	and	envious	people,	unwilling	to	bestow	care	upon	others,	are	said	
to	“have	no	heart”	for	they	“don’t	know	how	to	think”	(Belaunde	2001:107;	
Conklin	2001b:141).	 	Such	 a	 lack	of	heart	 entails	 a	 lack	of	body	given	
that	thoughtless	people	do	not	exercise	any	productive	bodily	skills.		Their	





that	 it	monopolizes	all	 thought	processes.	 	Thought	may	also	be	 seated	
in	other	parts	of	the	body,	but	the	heart	brings	them	all	 together	under	













	 Among	 the	Muinane,	 the	 center	 of	 thought	 is	 lodged	 in	 a	 person’s	
“basket	of	knowledge,”	corresponding	to	the	thoracic	cage,	and	is	fed	with	
the	hearing	of	words	of	advice	from	elders	and	the	consumption	of	spiritual	






thoughts”	 is	 an	 extension	 of	 their	 bodies—a	 ceremonial	wooden	 bench	
used	for	sitting	(Mahecha	2004:160).		Among	the	Wari’,	the	physiology	
of	 the	 heart	 is	 inextricably	 linked	 to	 affect,	 digestion	 and	 breath.	 	The	
heart	 transforms	 food	 into	 blood	 through	 the	 intermediary	 of	 breath.	
When	a	person	makes	a	physical	effort,	deeper	breathing	fosters	a	stronger	
5
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heartbeat,	which	in	turn	facilitates	the	transformation	of	food	into	blood	
and	fluid	blood	circulation,	which	 in	 turn,	 leads	 to	 the	accumulation	of	






existence	 in	 constant	 transformation	 throughout	 his	 or	 her	 life	 cycle.	
This	idea	is	also	prominent	in	Christopher	Crocker’s	(1985:45)	ground-
breaking	examination	of	 the	Bororo	“hydraulics”	of	raka.	 	Blood	and	 its	
derivatives,	 semen	and	milk,	 are	 raka,	 the	 site	of	 the	union	of	 the	bope,	
principles	of	organic	transformation,	and	the	aroe,	the	eternal	soul-names	
recycled	 through	 the	generations	 and	 that	 sustain	all	 living	beings	with	





	 Crocker’s	 study	 provides	 key	 elements	 of	 Amazonian	 hematology,	
resonating	 with	 several	 other	 ethnographies,	 which	 I	 summarize	 as	
follows.	 	Babies	are	born	with	 little	blood.	 	For	 this	 reason,	 their	spirits	
are	 weakly	 connected	 to	 their	 bodies,	 they	 have	 little	 knowledge,	 and	
they	may	 easily	 become	 ill	 and	die.	 	The	 connectedness	 of	 their	 spirits	
increases	as	their	blood	levels	grow	after	eating	and	incorporating	names	
and	capabilities	 from	spiritual	sources.	 	Throughout	childhood,	 learning	
through	imitation	and	hearing	follows	same-gender	lines,	culminating	at	
puberty,	when	boys	and	girls	reach	their	maximum	blood	potential.		From	
then	on	 they	 should	 exercise	 their	 capabilities	 “copulating,	 carrying	 out	
physical	 labor,	dancing	and	singing”	(Crocker	1985:42).	 	In	their	youth,	
men	and	women	have	different	bloods,	knowledge,	stamina	and	appetites,	
and	 women’s	 menstrual	 and	 postpartum	 blood	 poses	 a	 threat	 to	 men’s	
health,	upsetting	their	blood	flow.	 	In	general,	 illness	 is	conceived	as	an	






women	 and,	 to	 a	minor	 extent,	 collectively	 by	 all	 those	 close	 to	 them.2	
Blood	 runs	 down	 the	 generations.	 	Through	 their	 bloods	 and	 derived	
6
Tipití: Journal of the Society for the Anthropology of Lowland South America
http://digitalcommons.trinity.edu/tipiti/vol4/iss1/7




and/or	death	of	a	beloved	one.	 	As	 time	goes	by,	people	 living	 together	
come	 to	 share	 their	fluids	and	become	alike.	 	With	aging,	 the	blood	of	














would	have	 incorporated	aspects	of	 that	woman.	 	What	differentiates	 a	
man’s	blood	from	a	woman’s	blood	is	not	an	immutable	gender	essence,	but	
rather	men	and	women’s	personal	life	experiences:	what	they	have	learned,	
eaten,	 and	 done,	 and	with	whom;	 the	 spiritual	 powers	 and	 names	 they	
were	given,	and	by	whom;	the	company	they	shared	the	most	during	day	
time	and	dreams.		All	those	lived	experiences	are	embodied	in	the	blood,	





	 Various	 recent	 ethnographies	 show	 that,	 generally,	 male	 blood	 is	









more	 than	male	 urban	dwellers,	 forever	 sitting	behind	 a	 desk	 (Goulard	
7
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intimately	 linked,	 notions.	 	 Vitality	 refers	 to	 the	 spirits,	 souls	 and/or	
names,	infusing	life,	knowledge	and	strength	in	the	blood	(see	Rosengren	
intra;	and	Santos-Granero	 intra).	 	On	the	other	hand,	strength	 is	more	




in	 the	Uitoto	words	of	knowledge,	 rafue.	 	Men’s	 rafue,	 infused	with	 the	
spiritual	vitality	of	coca	and	tobacco,	are	nevertheless	nothing	but	bakaki	
“stories”	unless	they	“make	reality	dawn”	with	the	suffering	and	sweat	of	





	 Nevertheless,	 it	 is	 precisely	women’s	demonstration	of	 strength	 and	
thoughts	 in	 childbirth	 that	most	 significantly	 distinguishes	 their	 blood	
from	men’s.		Throughout	Amazonia,	postpartum	bleeding	is	consistently	
regarded	as	the	form	of	blood	loss	that	brings	about	the	greater	spiritual	
dangers	for	 the	 father,	 baby	 and	mother,	 and	 for	 all	 those	 sharing	 their	
existence.	 	Menstruation	comes	second,	and	ethnographies	 indicate	that	
menstrual	bleeding	is	regarded	as	a	form	of	childbirth	bleeding,		inasmuch	
as	 it	 is	 often	 attributed	 to	 an	 interrupted	 pregnancy,	 and/or	 a	 purge	 of	
excessive	 and/or	 dirty	 blood	 needed	 to	 initiate	 a	 successful	 pregnancy.	
Menstruation	is	certainly	not	conceived	as	a	“naturally”	occurring	organic	
process.		It	is	produced	by	others,	by	the	means	of	ritual	intervention	and	
physical	 manipulation	 of	 female	 genitalia,	 including	 sexual	 intercourse.	
Indeed,	 the	 ideas	 that	 sexual	 intercourse	 causes	 women	 to	menstruate,	
that	sexually	inactive	women	“dry	out,”	and	that	the	accumulation	in	the	
womb	of	large	quantities	of	semen—from	one	or	more	fathers—is	required	
to	 interrupt	 menstruation	 and	 complete	 gestation,	 are	 found	 across	




	 Cross-culturally,	 as	well	 as	within	 cultural	groups,	men	and	women	
hold	 multiple,	 not	 necessarily	 consistent	 or	 integrated,	 understandings	
of	menstruation.	 	Unfortunately,	 there	 are	 few	 ethnographic	 studies	 on	
8
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this	 specific	matter.	 	Nevertheless,	 the	point	 I	would	 like	 to	 stress	here	
is	 that	 the	 available	 evidence	 indicates	 that	 Amazonian	 views	 draw	
processual	 links	 between	menstruation,	 pregnancy,	 childbirth,	 lactation,	
























women’s	 bleeding	 brings	 about	 the	most	 dramatic	 transformations	 and	
requires	the	most	careful	processing.		It	also	has	the	power	of	rendering	




shots	 and	 become	 irritable	 (Lima	 1995:203;	Rivas	 2004:15).	 	 Shamans	
are	also	affected.		They	may	get	headaches,	suffer	nasal	hemorrhages	and	
swollen	 spleens,	 and	 become	 unable	 to	 contact	 the	 divinities.	 	 Instead,	
during	 shamanic	 sessions	 they	 attract	 bloodthirsty	 spirits	 and	 have	
maddening	 “bad	 trips”	 (Arévalo	 1986:155;	 Fausto	 2001:342;	 Belaunde	
2001:53).	 	In	general,	contamination	with	women’s	blood	is	held	as	one	
of	the	major	causes	of	illness	(Garnelo	2003).		According	to	the	Macuna,	
the	 stench	of	women’s	 blood	“kills	 people’s	 thoughts,”	 soiling	 their	“ear	
9
The Strength of Thoughts, the Stench of Blood: Amazonian Hematolo
Published by Digital Commons @ Trinity, 2006
138         Luisa Elvira Belaunde









	 Women’s	 successful	 transformation	 when	 bleeding	 depends	 on	 the	
observance	 of	 strict	 restrictions,	 principally	 by	 themselves,	 but	 also	 by	
their	partners.		Bleeding	women	generally	interrupt	most,	or	at	least	some,	


















for	 providing	 ritually	 chanted	 red	 body	 paint	 carayurú	 (Bigmonia chica)	
to	 cover	 the	 stench	 of	 women’s	 “peeling	 skin”	 with	 a	 hail	 of	 spiritual	







	 Of	 all	 the	 aspects	 relating	 to	 women’s	 bleeding,	 women’s	 ritual	
subordination	 to	men	 is	 the	only	one	 that	has	generated	a	profusion	of	
10
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subordination,	 I	 suggest,	 following	 Overing’s	 (1986)	 footsteps,	 reading	
them	as	statements	on	the	gendering	of	bodies	and	ritual	responsibilities.	
In	 the	 mythical	 repertoire	 of	 each	 cultural	 group,	 menstrual	 narratives	
do	not	stand	in	isolation,	but	rather	belong	to	wider	mythical	cycles	that	
narrate	 the	 progressive	 acquisition	 of	 proper	male	 and	 female	 agencies.	
Some	narratives	tell	of	the	acquisition	of	menstruation,	others	of	genitalia,	



















bleeding.	 	 These	 two	 narratives,	 which	 some	 may	 relate	 to	 castration	
11
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	 The	 significance	 of	 revenge	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 transformations	 set	
in	 place	 by	 bleeding	 becomes	 clearer	 when	 considering	 that	 women’s	
cycles	 are	 also	 closely	 associated	 with	 the	 moon.	 	 The	 moon	 governs	
the	 tides—the	 waning	 and	 waxing—of	 all	 liquids,	 including	 blood,	 as	
they	 run	 along	meandering	 snakelike	 rivers	 and	 veins.	 	 In	 Amazonian	
cosmology	and	mythology,	Moon	is	a	major	figure,	often	explicitly	paired	
to	the	water	anaconda,	as	in	the	Cashinahua	figure	of	Yube	“Moon/Snake”	
(Lagrou	1998:240).	 	Yet,	 the	figure	of	Moon	has	been	 left	 out	of	most	
theoretical	debates.	 	A	major	gap	exists,	 in	particular,	with	 regards	 to	 a	
mythical	theme	found	across	the	Amazon,	which	may	be	called	the	story	
of	Moon’s	incest.		Elsewhere	(Belaunde	2005),	I	attempt	to	begin	filling	




















have	 as	 a	 common	 leading	 thread	 a	 quest	 for	 knowledge:	 the	 desire	 to	
12
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pregnancy,	 thus	 directly	 linking	menstruation	 to	 the	 onset	 of	 gestation.	
Moon,	shining	in	the	night	sky	with	the	inscription	of	incest	on	his	face,	




memory	 of	 the	 primordial	 incest	 and	 killing	 reenacted	 in	 the	 blood	 by	
which	children	are	born.
	 From	 these	 narratives,	 it	 emerges	 that	 the	 differences	 between	 the	
bloods	 of	 men	 and	 women	 reflect	 their	 different	 knowledge	 of	Moon	














that	 although	 animals,	 referring	 to	 land	mammals,	 especially	 peccaries,	





	 Following	Tomás	Román’s	 explanations,	 I	 suggest	 that	 the	 story	 of	
Moon’s	 incest	 is	a	 tale	of	how	memory	makes	 it	possible	 for	women	to	
distinguish	 brother	 from	 husband.	 	 In	 bleeding,	 women	 assert,	 	 in	 an	
embodied	form,	their	knowledge	of	 incest	and	their	ability	to	recognize	
their	 kin.	 	Thus,	 the	myth	 presents	 the	 differentiation	 of	 sibling	 from	
spouse	from	a	female	perspective,	not	a	male	perspective	as	presented	in	
13
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of	 bleeding	 is	 not	 solely	 confined	 to	 women,	 since	 men	 are	 also	 born	
from	the	blood	let	by	women	and	may	also	bleed	and	cause	bleeding	to	
themselves	 and	 other.	 	 Although	 banished	 from	 among	 the	 living,	 the	
primordial	 incest	 of	Moon	 is	 the	 founding	 instance	 of	 human	 kinship	
for	it	imposes	the	domain	of	memory.		That	is,	it	imposes	the	domain	of	
enduring	knowledge,	or	rather,	the	domain	of	a	knowledge	that	returns—
























Excessive	blood	 retention	 and	blood	 loss,	heat	 and	 cold,	 are	 considered	
harmful;	 therefore	 bleeding	 is	 used	 as	 a	 technique	 for	managing	men’s	
health	 throughout	 their	 lives.	 	 Scarification,	 in	 particular,	 is	 frequently	
performed	by	fighters	to	become	strong	and	to	expel	the	excessive	blood	
accumulated	in	the	belly,	which	causes	laziness	(Seeger	et al	1979).		Blood	
in	 the	 belly	 also	 affects	 homicidal	men,	who	 are	 considered	 to	 “ingest”	
their	 victim’s	 blood	 in	 the	 act	 of	 killing.	 	The	 enemy’s	 blood	 is	 said	 to	
14
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penetrate	his	killer’s	belly	 in	revenge	(Albert	1985:375;	Lima	1995:132;	
Conklin	 2001b:161;	 Fausto	 2001:467;	 Viveiros	 de	 Castro	 2003:47;	
Århem	 et al	 2004:224).	 	Ethnographies	 from	various	 regions	 show	 that	
Amazonian	 people	 draw	 explicit	 parallels	 between	 male	 posthomicidal	
and	female	menstrual	and/or	postpartum	seclusion.		As	Viveiros	de	Castro	
(2003)	points	out,	posthomicidal	seclusion	rituals	reveal	the	feminization	





relationships,	 and	 engendering	 a	 child	 from	 the	 transformation	 of	 his	
enemy’s	and	his	own	blood.		
	 The	feminization	of	the	killer,	one	should	stress,	does	not	mean	that	
homicidal	 men	 may	 turn	 into	 women	 as	 a	 sanction	 for	 not	 following	
seclusion	restrictions	(Belaunde	2005:187).		Rather,	it	highlights	the	fact	










themselves	 under	 the	 revenge	 of	 their	 enemy’s	 blood	 and	 vulnerable	 to	
similar	dangers.	 	 In	order	 to	protect	 themselves	 from	such	dangers,	and	






like	 bad	 posture,	 laziness,	 gluttony,	 precocious	 aging,	 illness,	 madness,	
seduction	and	abduction	by	spirits,	pregnancy	by	spirits,	and	death	(Albert	
1985;	Lima	1995;	Conklin	2001b;	Fausto	2001;	Viveiros	de	Castro	2003,	
Reagan	2003;	Århem	 et al	2004;).	 	A	common	idea	runs	 through	all	of	
these	dangers:	while	“changing	skin/body”	men	and	women	are	susceptible	
to	 undergoing	 an	 uncontrolled	 transformation	 that	 would	 render	 them	
“other,”	and	alienate	them	from	their	kin,	either	partly	or	completely.		In	
15
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	 Throughout	 Amazonia,	 the	 blood	 let,	 and	 especially	 its	 stench,	
is	 regarded	 as	 having	 a	 transformational	 effect	 upon	 lived	 experience,	
similar	 to	 psychoactive	 substances,	 opening	 the	 curtains	 of	 perception	
and	 communication	 usually	 separating	 daily	 experience	 from	 “other”	
cosmological	space-times.		But,	unlike	psychoactive	plant	substances,	the	
stench	of	blood	does	not	 enable	 the	 communication	with	divine	 space-
times	for	healing	purposes.		Instead	it	sets	in	place	uncontrollable	space-
times	 of	 transformational	 multiplicity,	 when/where	 animal/plant/spirits	
take	 human	 form—as	 they	 had	 during	 the	 primordial	 mythical	 space-
times—and	 take	 revenge	 upon	 humans,	 seducing	 and	 stealing	 those	
who	are	made	perceivable	by	the	stench	of	blood,	rendering	these	unlike	
themselves,	sick	and	alien	to	their	human	kin.		
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responsibilities,	 population	 mixing	 and	 seduction	 exerted	 by	 “whites,”	












to	memory	 the	knowledge	of	 self	 and	kin	 sustaining	 livelihood.	 	Blood	
unites	 humans	 as	much	 as	 it	 divides	 them	 into	men	 and	women,	 first,	
because	 blood	 transports	 embodied	 knowledge	 gendering	 the	 person,	
and	second,	because	bleeding	 is	explicitly	a	 female	position,	although	 it	
is	not	occupied	by	women	only.	 	Women’s	bleeding	is	the	remembrance	






“the	 possibility	 to	 make	 other	 beings	 emerge”	 (Gonçalves	 2001:233).	
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times,	bringing	about	the	danger	of	loss	of	human	memory.		
	 Given	 the	 salient	 place	 of	 bleeding	 in	 cosmology,	 I	 suggest	 that	
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	 1.	 	 For	 comparison,	 in	 Iquito,	 a	Záparo	 language	 of	 Perú,	 the	 indigenous	
concept	of	thought	is	expressed	as	saminíjuuni “being	preoccupied	with	someone”	
and	 tar++ni	“feeling	nostalgia	when	absent.”	 	 Interestingly,	“to	prepare	 food”	 is 
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4.	 	 In	 Iquito,	 Qu++raqui,	 “menstruation”	 is	 the	 radical	 from	 which	 derive	








‘that	 thing’	 from	me,	even	 if	 you	are	good	healers	and	have	 lots	of	knowledge,	





7.	 	 Among	 the	 Desana,	 the	 girl	 is	 Moon’s	 daughter	 (Reichel-Dolmatoff	










living	 fathers,	 whose	 semen	 accumulate	 in	 a	 woman’s	 womb,	 and	 also	 several	
spirit	or	dead	fathers.		Moon	is	not	the	only	spirit	father	found	in	the	Amazon.	
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